Ultradian rhythms in arousal--the problem of masking.
Studies utilizing widely different experimental techniques provided evidence that there are spontaneous ultradian cycles in arousal during the waking state. These comprised of cyclic fluctuations between increased and decreased sleep propensity with a periodicity of about 1.5 hr. Being of relatively low amplitude, these cycles are vulnerable to masking effects by a variety of experimental conditions. Masking can be exerted by varying the tonic level of arousal, by coexisting slow ultradian components which are particularly prominent during the second half of the day, or by some specific experimental conditions. Furthermore, increased sleepiness was shown to enhance the slow ultradian components and suppress the 1.5-hr cycles in EEG indices of arousal on the one hand, and to emphasize the 1.5-hr cycles in motor activity and reaction time performance on the other hand. Much more attention should be paid to the problem of masking of ultradian cycles in arousal. Recognizing the sources and reasons for masking will advance our knowledge of the characteristics of these cycles and their function.